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Shipment of nuclear waste provokes regional protests
On Feb. 6, the British flagship Pacific Swan sailed through the Panama Canal en route to Japan
with 30 tons of nuclear waste, the first time such highly radioactive material has been allowed
to transverse the canal. Its passage set off protests by governments and nongovernmental
organizations throughout the region, demanding that the Caribbean Basin be protected as a nuclearfree zone.
In mid-January, Greenpeace sounded the alarm regarding the shipment, which the French
government had tried to keep secret (see NotiCen, 01/22/98). After the shipment became public,
French and British officials downplayed the danger. British Nuclear Fuels (BNFL) and Cogema
of France, the two private companies managing the shipment, said the waste had been packed to
meet safety standards set by the International Atomic Energy Agency, and the French and Japanese
governments.
Moreover, to dispel the premise that nuclear waste has never passed through the Caribbean zone,
the companies said the Pacific Swan alone has carried radioactive material through the canal
28 times. And, of the estimated 13,000 ships that transverse the canal each year, some 30% carry
hazardous oil and chemicals. While low-grade nuclear waste has passed through the canal, however,
this is the first time reprocessed reactor fuel far more radioactive than uranium and other nuclear
waste has been allowed through.
Greenpeace and the Nuclear Control Institute estimate that the radioactivity of the Pacific Swan's
cargo is equivalent to 25% of the toxic emissions released by the 1986 accident at the Chernobyl
nuclear plant in the Ukraine. The threat of an accident alarmed Caribbean governments, both
because the region is so dependent on its ecosystem and because the Caribbean is one of the most
hazardous maritime transport zones, with crowded and narrow waterways, unmarked reefs, and
shoals.
The 15-member Caribbean Community (CARICOM), the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States,
the Central American Parliament (PARLACEN), and individual governments formally protested the
shipment and demanded that all future nuclear cargoes be banned from the canal. "The livelihood
of the Caribbean depends on the ecosystem," said Hubert Hughes, chief minister of the British
dependency of Anguilla. "If one disaster can destroy it, and our tourism and fishing grounds can be
lost forever, then it is very disturbing that we don't have any say on the issue of nuclear waste."
The Puerto Rican legislature also passed a resolution, backed by five members of the US Congress,
demanding that US President Bill Clinton's administration intervene to block the Pacific Swan and
any similar shipments in the future. But at a meeting in mid-February of British and Caribbean
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 54862
ISSN: 1089-1560

government leaders in the Bahamas, Britain said the shipments would continue. "With our
Caribbean neighbors, we have made our position consistently clear," said Ralph Maraj, Trinidad
and Tobago's foreign minister. "We will continue to object strongly to the use of the Caribbean sea
as a transhipment route."

Salvadoran private sector resists proposed environmental law
The Salvadoran Legislative Assembly's Comision de Salud y Medio Ambiente will submit the
proposed Ley del Medio Ambiente to an full vote before the end of February. However, staunch
opposition from the private sector and the governing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA)
could stall the vote or foreshadow a presidential veto. In late December, the Ministerio del Ambiente
y Recursos Naturales (MARN) presented the current environmental bill to the legislature. The
original bill was introduced in 1996, but President Armando Calderon's administration withdrew
it to carry out an "executive review," delaying congressional action for nearly a year (see NotiCen,
05/01/97 and 12/18/97).
Since early January, the environmental commission has been reviewing the new bill and has made
important changes to the proposal. Of these, the most significant regard penalties for people
convicted of environmental crimes. Opposition deputies increased the maximum prison sentence
to six years and added "mandatory" jail terms for those convicted of "grave" offenses. MARN
had proposed a maximum of three years and no mandatory sentences. The opposition also called
for fines as high as 5 million colones (US$568,000), and it wants the penalties to become effective
immediately, rather than implemented gradually.
The changes were opposed by the Asociacion Nacional de la Empresa Privada (ANEP), the rightwing Fundacion para el Desarrollo Economico y Social (FUSADES), and the Camara Salvadorena de
la Construccion (CASALCO). ARENA, which controls 28 of the Assembly's 84 seats, also threatened
to vote against the bill unless the private sector's criticisms are considered, and President Calderon
suggested that he would veto the bill if approved as is. "What we want is a law based on consensus
and not one based on unenforceable romanticism," said Calderon. "We are not going to achieve a
healthier environment simply by approving penalties, much less by treating environmental offenses
like homicide with mandatory prison terms. We have to gradually apply sanctions, because the
objective is to promote environmentally friendly development, not force factories to close and throw
people out of work."
Given the threat of a veto, the environmental commission agreed to a special hearing for privatesector representatives on Feb. 16. But at the session, ANEP, FUSADES, and CASALCO expanded
their criticism far beyond the discussion of penalties for crimes and called for rewriting the whole
bill because of structural flaws. Opposition deputies believe the private sector wants to indefinitely
scuttle any environmental law, given that the bill has been under debate since 1994 and has already
been substantially reworked. Consequently, the opposition still plans to submit the bill to a floor
vote before the end of February, with or without ARENA's support.

Pressure grows to remove toxic waste dumped by US in Haiti
A ten-year campaign by environmental organizations to send back some 5,000 tons of incinerator
ash that the US dumped on a Haitian beach may finally bear fruit. The ash, containing heavy metals
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lead and cadmium, as well as carcinogenic dioxins and benzene, has been sitting in the Haitian port
of Gonaives since early 1988. The ash came from Philadelphia's municipal incinerators and was
unloaded there after the cargo ship Khian Sea had hauled the waste for two years searching for a
dump site. The Khian Sea had been subcontracted by a Philadelphia waste hauling company, Joseph
Paolino & Sons, to dump the ash in a licensed landfill, but the ship illegally deposited a portion of
the ash in Haiti and another 10,000 tons at sea.
Local officials in Gonaives allowed the waste to be unloaded because they thought it would be used
as fertilizer. Despite orders by the Haitian government to reload the ash and leave, the Khian Sea
departed without removing the cargo. Days later, the Haitian government banned all waste imports
into Haiti. Greenpeace and various Haitian-based organizations have called for removal of the toxic
ash for the past decade. Some cargo was left in an open pit on a beach next to the wharf where the
Khian Sea docked. Another load wound up in an unlined and uncovered concrete bunker 4 km
away. Environmental groups say the ash has contaminated the soil where it sits. People and cattle
living near the concrete bunker, in the town of Lapierre, have died, and the groups point to the
waste as a probable cause of death, although no medical follow-up or autopsies of the animals have
been done.
Several workers hired in 1988 to transport the toxic materials from the dock to Lapierre also died.
The workers, who had no masks, gloves, or boots, reportedly suffered from skin lesions and vision
problems. A resolution to the dispute may finally be in the offing. Last June, the New York City
Waste Commission negotiated an agreement with the New Jersey-based Eastern Environmental
Services (EES) to provide landfill space for the toxic ash, plus US$100,000 toward loading and
shipping the ash to the US. In return, EES would receive a license to haul New York City's trash.
Nevertheless, cleanup and removal of the ash would cost at least US$200,000, and possibly up to US
$700,000.
Greenpeace and the other organizations have been pressuring the US State Department and the city
of Philadelphia to provide the remaining funds, so far unsuccessfully. The New York City contract
with EES will expire in May 1998, so the environmental groups are lobbying to get the federal
government and Philadelphia to act before the window of opportunity closes. "We have organized
letter-writing campaigns to various officials to get the waste sent back to the US and even sent some
250 small envelopes of ash to Philadelphia's mayor and the Environmental Protection Agency," said
Ehrl Lafontant, president of HCI, a Haitian rights organization. "But we may have to legally protest
this case of environmental racism and injustice by the US to get the waste shipped back." [Prensa
Libre (Guatemala), 01/26/98; Spanish news service EFE, 01/22/98, 01/29/98; Agence France-Presse,
Financial Times, 02/04/98; Inter Press Service, 02/05/98; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala),
02/12/98; Reuter, 01/14/98, 02/07/98, 02/15/98; Miami Herald, 02/07/98, 02/16/98; Notimex, 01/27/98,
02/05/98, 02/17/98; Diario de Hoy (El Salvador), 02/12/98, 02/17/98; Prensa Grafica (El Salvador),
02/06/98, 02/07/98, 02/11-13/98, 02/17/98, 02/18/98]
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